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47. Environmental issues and 
household sustainability in Australia

by 
Lesley Head, Carol Farbotko, Chris Gibson, Nick Gill and Gordon Waitt

The complex and variable structure of households makes it difficult to design policies to 
help them behave in a greener way. Cultural research methods, particularly ethnography, 
provide survey research with the necessary extra depth. These perspectives illustrate 
pathways towards sustainable results and the problems of achieving more sustainable 
outcomes.

Households in affluent societies are crucial for environmental outcomes

Households make sense to the people who live in them, and to government policymakers, 

as foundational social units. They are also regarded as sites through which it is logical to 

understand the consumption of energy, water, and other materials that have implications for 

sustainability issues such as climate change. In wealthy urban societies, with a high per head 

ecological footprint, government policy is increasingly focusing on households regarding 

sustainability issues. A growing research literature considers the household an important 

social organisation for pro-environmental behaviour (reid, Sutton and Hunter, 2009). Global 

change science is starting to recognise that solutions to planetary problems must be sought 

on a variety of smaller levels, including the household (DeFries et al., 2012).

However, environmental policies directed at households in the affluent world do 

not always have the intended outcomes. Households’ attitudes and practices often do 

not match (Lorenzoni, Nicholson-Cole and Whitmarsh, 2007) and their daily routines are 

influential (Gram-Hansen, 2008). Electricity smart meters do not challenge practices that 

householders consider non-negotiable (Hargreaves, Nye and Burgess, 2010; Strengers, 

2011). Water tanks do not save as much water as predicted (Moy, 2012).

In this article, we contend that the conceptualisation of the household in environmental 

policy needs to be more sophisticated. Many policy approaches treat households as 

black boxes, freestanding social units operating at the domestic level, and involve little 

conceptualisation of their internal politics and practices, or their connections to the 

wider world. We argue instead for a conceptualisation of connected households, which 

we illustrate with an overview of our collaborative research in a series of projects in urban 

Australia.

47. ENVIrONMENTAL ISSUES AND HOUSEHOLD SUSTAINABILITY IN AUSTrALIA
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The importance of cultural environmental research

We draw on collaborative research in the Illawarra region of eastern Australia (Waitt et 

al., 2012; Gibson et al., 2013). Our work combines ethnographic and practice-based methods 

with quantitative surveys. This cultural environmental research makes four potential 

contributions to sustainability research.

Identification and understanding of norms

Cultural research helps explain that promoting public awareness of climate change 

cannot change behaviour, because cultural norms determine household consumption 

in complex and uneven ways. Norms of cleanliness, for human bodies and their clothes, 

mean increasing levels of water consumption in the bathroom and laundry. Take teenagers 

who may change their clothes several times and take more than one shower a day, because 

they exercise, attend university, have part-time jobs and go out at night (Sofoulis, 2005).

The importance of everyday practice

Most incentive and education programmes pay little attention to the ways household 

energy, water and other resource consumption practices form part of the rituals, rhythms, 

habits and routines of everyday life (Shove, 2003; Gregson, Metcalfe and Crewe, 2007). 

Programmes emphasising that “it’s easy being green” understate the amount of domestic 

labour involved, and sidestep the question of who does the work (Organo, Head and Waitt, 

2012).

Households are not similar, socially or geographically. They may be nuclear families 

within which parents argue with teenagers about leaving lights or heaters on; they may be 

baby boomers approaching retirement who argue over what to keep and what to throw out; 

they may be single-person households, couple households in old age, families struggling to 

survive, blended families, or same-sex couples with children or without them. Nowhere do 

households consume things or approach environmental issues in identical or predictable 

ways. In Gibson et al. (2013), however, trends are summarised that may have relevance for 

policy, with examples shown in Table 47.1.

Contradictions between attitude and practice

research on extended family households shows that younger generations identify 

with sustainability by recycling and affirming their belief in the importance of tackling 

climate change. They therefore claim to have stronger green credentials than their parents 

and grandparents. Yet it is their grandparents, who grew up with frugality and thrift, who 

are least likely to consume large amounts of clothing and appliances. Instead, they keep 

and store old “stuff”, maximizing its use value (Klocker, Gibson and Borger, 2012). Baby 

boomers are the least likely to doubt climate change, but the most likely to fly five times or 

more annually. The poorest households are most likely to say that they are “uninterested” 

in climate change as an issue, but they are also the least likely to own liquid-crystal display 

(LCD) or plasma screen televisions or clothes dryers (Waitt et al., 2012).

Capturing knowledge and capacity

In households where frugality is a necessity rather than a choice, creativity and 

adaptability are needed to make ends meet. Families find ways to achieve quality of life 

without storing material things, without air-conditioners or sports utility vehicles. There 
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are still people who grew their own food or mended clothes during wartime – a reminder 

that there are effective systems of provision besides the industrial capitalist system, and 

stocks of knowledge that have not yet been lost (Gibson et al., 2013).

Connected households: traction and friction

Connections refer to processes within the household, and between the household 

and wider society. The breadth of these connections means that in-depth ethnographic 

analysis should not examine only the local and domestic levels. There are wider economic 

spaces in which people access, use, exchange and value financial and material resources. 

Energy and materials flow through households. Some systems of provision are very fixed, 

and some are fluid. Where they are fixed, any changes that a household makes may be 

limited unless these changes are connected to larger-scale change in infrastructure and 

technology. Where they are fluid, households may be able to contest wider patterns of 

consumer capitalism through bargaining networks and informal sharing with friends, 

relatives and neighbours.

We draw on Shove’s (2003) use of the ratchet to discuss the role of tools and technologies 

in making and remaking everyday household practices. She illustrates how changing social 

norms, for example in terms of cleanliness and washing clothes, may counteract efficiency 

improvements in provision systems. In many ways, what we call zones of traction and 

zones of friction are two sides of the same coin, but we use them here to trace less and 

more sustainable pathways (Table 47.1). The framework of the connected household helps 

pick out a constructive path between two negative extremes: giving up on the household as 

a powerless unit and ascribing all power to wider economic and political forces, or making 

households totally responsible for sustainability, without expecting any from industry and 

business.

Table 47.1. Examples of traction towards sustainability and friction  
against sustainability in the household context

Zones of traction

Substantial changes in consumption often occur around lifecycle changes: having babies, getting married (or divorced), retiring. Transitions 
between these stages suggest productive times for policy intervention.

A high level of acceptance of stringent water restrictions during recent drought, and water savings equal to domestic water tank installation.

Experience of water scarcity in early life creates lifelong practices of not wasting water.

Non-energy-using heating and cooling practices, especially in the home, where sweat is tolerated.

Combined – although gendered – contributions to household sustainability transitions in families with young children (where fathers tend to 
contribute project investment, mothers embed habits in household life).

Zones of friction

Cultural norms of cleanliness in which sweat is anathema – particularly in the contexts of business and of young adults’ socialising.

Need for automobility – people love their cars, and current lifestyles demand seamless use of time.

Desire for privacy in extended family households contributes to multiple television ownership.

Subsidised water tanks can be used to maintain high levels of mains water consumption.

Sources: C. Moy (2012), “rainwater tank households: Water savers or water users?”, Geographical Research, Vol. 50, 
pp. 204-216; V. Organo, L. Head and G. Waitt (2012), “Who does the work in sustainable households? A time and 
gender analysis in New South Wales, Australia”, Gender, Place and Culture; G. Waitt et al. (2012), “Sustainable household 
capability: Which households are doing the work of environmental sustainability?”, Australian Geographer, Vol. 43, 
pp. 51-74; C. Gibson et al. (2013), Household Sustainability: Challenges and Dilemmas in Everyday Life, Edward Elgar, 
Cheltenham, UK.
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Conclusion

These qualitative approaches place a new emphasis on research, and in our experience 

they are yet to have a significant policy impact. However, our collaborations with engineers 

working on sustainable buildings indicate considerable potential; the engineers understand 

the necessity for a nuanced and contextual understanding of human experience. We 

suggest that friction and traction will help decision-makers think through the possibilities 

and constraints of working at the household scale – why some policy approaches do not 

work and others do. Identifying friction does not mean that education campaigns or the 

provision of information can simply overcome it. Wider cultural and economic change 

may be necessary. This can be in the form of changed relations between home and work, 

changed regulation, changed cultural norms of cleanliness or changed expectations of 

seamless mobility.

Where traction is identified, there is considerable policy value in letting people know 

they are already making a difference. Campaigns could usefully sustain or encourage 

existing practices rather than attempting to change behaviour.
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